
BACKGROUNDER

Key Points

 

The U.S. Must Increase Diplomatic Pressure to 
Change the United Nations Scale of Assessments
Brett D. Schaefer

No. 3397 | March 19, 2019

 n The United Nations will assess 
the United States more than 
$2.5 billion for the regular and 
peacekeeping budgets in 2019, 
while the lowest-assessed 
countries are charged less than 
$36,000 each.

 n Currently, over half of the U.N. 
member states are assessed less 
than $1 million per year for the 
U.N. regular and peacekeeping 
budgets combined.

 n This helps explain why so many 
member states are indiffer-
ent about increases in the U.N. 
budget: The financial impact 
of budget increases on them is 
minimal and undermines incen-
tives for them to fulfill their over-
sight role and take budgetary 
restraint seriously.

 n The U.S. has objected to rely-
ing excessively on a single 
member state for the budget 
and has argued for a maximum 
peacekeeping assessment, as is 
already the case for the regu-
lar budget. Success will require 
congressional resolve and 
sustained diplomatic effort by 
the Administration.

Abstract
Vast differences between the amounts that different United Nations 
member states are charged for the expenses of the U.N.—with some 
countries paying less than $36,000 per year, while a handful of others 
pay half a billion dollars or more—have undermined the incentive of 
many governments to fulfill their oversight role and take budgetary 
restraint seriously. In 2018, the U.S. proposed numerous changes 
to distribute the costs of the U.N. more equitably. Yet, the General 
Assembly adopted the scale of assessments for 2019 to 2021 without 
any methodological changes. This Backgrounder details the impact 
of the new scale and suggests steps for the U.S. to avoid a similar out-
come for the next scale of assessments, which will be adopted in 2021.

Every three years, the United Nations General assembly adopts a 
new “scale of assessments” under which the U.N. assigns specific 

percentages to the member states, which they are expected to pay to 
support U.N. expenses, programs, and activities. Since the first scale 
in 1946, the United States has objected to the U.N. relying excessively 
on a single member state for the budget—which has always been the 
U.S.—and argued for establishing a maximum assessment level and, 
subsequently, lowering that maximum.

In 2017, President Donald Trump echoed that message, arguing 
that “no nation should have to bear a disproportionate share of the 
burden, militarily or financially.”1 The Trump administration is cor-
rect to call for changes. This year, the U.S. alone is assessed more for 
the U.N. regular and peacekeeping budgets than 184 U.N. member 
states combined. (The total number of U.N. member states is 193.) 
This disequilibrium undermines the incentive of many countries 
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to fulfill their oversight role and seriously consider 
budgetary restraint because they have little financial 
skin in the game.

Over the past year, the U.S. proposed numer-
ous changes to distribute the costs of the U.N. more 
equitably. Yet, limited time and inconsistency under-
mined the effort, and the General assembly adopted 
the scale of assessments for 2019 to 2021 this past 
December without any methodological changes. To 
avoid a similar outcome for the next assessment in 
2021, the U.S. should:

 n Increase diplomatic efforts to adjust the U.N. 
scale of assessment. The current scale of assess-
ments does not expire until 2021, but convincing 
member states to assume a greater financial burden 
requires sustained diplomatic effort over the next 
three years. For most countries, foreign ministers 
or heads of government will make compromises and 
final decisions. Discussions must start and continue 
in New York, but success will require support from 
U.S. ambassadors to individual countries and occa-
sional intervention by the Secretary of State and 
the White house.

 n Enforce the 25 percent cap on America’s 
peacekeeping assessment. as it did in the 1990s, 
the U.S. should use its financial leverage and with-
hold the difference between its peacekeeping 
assessment and the 25 percent cap enacted under 
U.S. law until the U.N. implements a maximum 
peacekeeping assessment of 25 percent. The U.S. 
should pay these arrears only after the U.N. incor-
porates a maximum assessment of 25 percent in 
the methodology for calculating the peacekeeping 
scales of assessment.

 n Seek changes that give more influence on U.N. 
budgetary decisions to major contributors. 
The U.S. should propose a rules change to require 
that, in addition to approval by two-thirds of the 
member states, U.N. budgetary decisions must be 

approved by member states collectively paying 
two-thirds of the regular budget assessments. 
Improved governance and accountability requires 
that the U.N. take more than capacity to pay into 
account when approving the scale of assessment.

History of the Scale of Assessments
The United Nations charter does not specify a 

method for paying for the expenses of the organi-
zation, despite the fact that the U.S. was concerned 
about shouldering an excessive portion of the funding 
even in the early negotiations to establish the U.N.2 
The U.N. charter, completed at the 1945 San Fran-
cisco conference, references budgetary procedures 
only in articles 17, 18, and 19.

 n article 17 states that: “The General assembly shall 
consider and approve the budget of the Organiza-
tion” and that the “expenses of the Organization 
shall be borne by the Members as apportioned by 
the General assembly.”

 n article 18 states that each member state has one 
vote and that important matters, including budget-
ary questions, require approval “by a two-thirds 
majority of the members present and voting.”

 n article 19 stipulates that any member state “in 
arrears in the payment of its financial contributions 
to the Organization shall have no vote in the Gen-
eral assembly if the amount of its arrears equals or 
exceeds the amount of the contributions due from it 
for the preceding two full years” unless the General 
assembly “is satisfied that the failure to pay is due 
to conditions beyond the control of the Member.”3

The lack of detail on financial contributions was 
deliberate. In the words of the Venezuelan delegate 
to the San Francisco conference, how the U.N. should 
be funded was “one of the most delicate and debat-
ed questions” and was avoided out of concern that it 
could undermine the delicate negotiations underway.4 

1. President Donald Trump, “Remarks to the 72nd Session of the United Nations General Assembly,” United States Mission to the United 
Nations, September 19, 2017, https://usun.state.gov/remarks/7983 (accessed March 12, 2019).

2. For a detailed history of this practice, see Brett D. Schaefer, “The Window of Opportunity to Overhaul the U.N. Scale of Assessments Is 
Closing,” Heritage Foundation Backgrounder No. 2701, June 18, 2012, http://www.heritage.org/research/reports/2012/06/the-window-of-
opportunity-to-overhaul-the-un-scale-of-assessments-is-closing.

3. Charter of the United Nations, Arts. 17–19, http://www.un.org/en/documents/charter/index.shtml (accessed March 12, 2019).

4. J. David Singer, Financing International Organization: The United Nations Budget Process (The Hague: Martinus Nijhoff, 1961), p. 6.
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avoiding the issue facilitated the negotiations in San 
Francisco, but also laid the groundwork for repeated 
budgetary clashes over the next 60 years.

Since the U.N.’s establishment, its member states 
agreed to apportion the expenses of the U.N. “broad-
ly according to capacity to pay.”5 This means that 
wealthier nations, based principally on per capita 
income, pay larger shares of the budget than poorer 
nations. however, as evidenced by their actions in 
establishing a minimum assessment of 0.04 percent 
in 1946, they did not believe that membership should 
be costless or insignificant, even though the original 
member states included extremely poor countries, 
such as haiti.6

The United States has been the U.N.’s largest 
financial supporter ever since the organization’s 
founding and was assessed 39.89 percent in the first 
scale adopted in 1946.7 however, even in 1946, the 
U.S. strongly objected to paying more than 25 per-
cent of the expenses of the U.N. and sought con-
sistently in subsequent decades to reduce the U.S. 
assessment further.8

U.N. Regular Budget Scale of Assessments
The current scale of assessments for the U.N. regu-

lar budget, which covers the expenses of the Secretar-
iat, the General assembly, and other U.N. bodies, uses 
the methodology agreed to in 2001.9 The calculation 
of assessments starts with a country’s gross national 

income (GNI) converted into U.S. dollars according 
to market exchange rates.

For countries under a specified income threshold, 
the U.N. adjusts the income data downward by 12.5 
percent of the country’s debt burden (the theoretical 
debt-service ratio). In addition, countries with low per 
capita incomes, defined as under the world average 
for the period, have their incomes further reduced 
by 80 percent of the difference between a country’s 
per capita GNI (PcGNI) and the world average. The 
methodology distributes the cost of the debt and low 
per capita income adjustments on a proportional 
basis among the member states that do not qualify 
for those reductions.

Finally, the scale incorporates a maximum assess-
ment of 0.01 percent for “least developed countries” 
and, for all countries, a minimum assessment of 0.001 
percent and a maximum assessment of 22 percent. The 
methodology distributes the cost of these minimum 
and maximum assessments on a proportional basis 
among the member states that do not qualify for those 
adjustments. The resulting adjusted income over two 
periods (the preceding six years and preceding three 
years) is used to derive the final assessments.10

all told, approximately two-thirds of the 193 U.N. 
member states receive some sort of reduction to their 
regular budget assessment through various adjust-
ments—in other words, their assessment is less than 
their share of world GNI.11

5. United Nations General Assembly, “Scale of Assessments for the Apportionment of the Expenses of the United Nations,” Resolution No. 
73/271, January 4, 2019, https://undocs.org/en/A/RES/73/271 (accessed March 12, 2019).

6. Over the past six decades, the regular budget assessments provided by poor or small U.N. member states have steadily ratcheted downward. 
Specifically, the minimum assessment for the regular budget fell from 0.04 percent to 0.02 percent in 1974, then to 0.01 percent in 1978, and 
then to the current minimum assessment of 0.001 percent adopted in 1998. See Schaefer, “The Window of Opportunity to Overhaul the U.N. 
Scale of Assessments Is Closing.”

7. United Nations General Assembly, “Scale of Contributions to the Budgets of the United Nations for the Financial Years 1946 and 1947 and 
the Working Capital Fund,” Resolution No. 69 (I), December 14, 1946, http://www.un.org/en/ga/search/view_doc.asp?symbol=A/RES/69(I) 
(accessed March 12, 2019).

8. Schaefer, “The Window of Opportunity to Overhaul the U.N. Scale of Assessments Is Closing.”

9. United Nations General Assembly, “Scale of Assessments for the Apportionment of the Expenses of the United Nations,” Resolution No. 55/5, 
January 22, 2001, https://undocs.org/A/RES/55/5b-f (accessed March 12, 2019); United Nations General Assembly, “Scale of Assessments 
for the Apportionment of the Expenses of United Nations Peacekeeping Operations,” Resolution No. 55/235, January 30, 2001, https://
undocs.org/A/RES/55/235 (accessed March 12, 2019); and United Nations General Assembly, “Scale of Assessments for the Apportionment 
of the Expenses of United Nations Peacekeeping Operations,” Resolution No. 55/236, January 29, 2001, https://undocs.org/A/RES/55/236 
(accessed March 12, 2019).

10. For a detailed explanation, see United Nations Statistics Division, “The Methodology Used for the Preparation of the United Nations Scale 
of Assessments for the Period 2016–2018,” 78th Session of the Committee on Contributions, June 4–29, 2018, PowerPoint file, http://www.
un.org/en/ga/contributions/2016-2018%20scale%20methodology%20-%2078%20Session%20-%205%20June%202018.pptx (accessed 
March 12, 2019).

11. For a detailed breakdown of how these adjustments are applied, see United Nations, “Report of the Committee on Contributions,” 78th 
Session, 2018, https://undocs.org/en/A/73/11 (accessed March 12, 2019).
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U.N. Peacekeeping Budget 
Scale of Assessments

The current scale of assessments for the U.N. 
peacekeeping budget uses the methodology agreed 
to in 2001. Under this methodology, the peacekeeping 
assessment rate uses the regular budget as its start-
ing point and divides the U.N. member states into 10 
levels based on (1) permanent membership on the 
Security council and (2) their PcGNI.12

 n Permanent members of the Security council, placed 
in “Level a,” are assessed at a higher rate than their 
regular budget assessments. This surcharge, called 
a “premium,” is the total amount of the peacekeep-
ing discounts awarded to other member states in 
Levels c through J and is distributed on a pro rata 
basis among the five permanent members.

 n Most countries with a PcGNI higher than twice 
the average for all U.N. member states are placed in 

“Level B” and receive no discount off their regular 
budget assessment, that is, they are assessed the 
same percentage for the regular budget and the 
peacekeeping budget.

 n a small number of countries—currently Brunei 
Darussalam, Kuwait, Qatar, Singapore, and the 
United arab Emirates in the 2019–2021 scale of 
assessments—with a PcGNI above twice the world 
average are placed in “Level c” and receive a 7.5 per-
cent discount. This discount is awarded because they 
are members of the Group of 77 and are considered 

“developing countries” even though their PcGNIs 
are higher than many of the countries in “Level B.”

 n all countries at or below twice the average world 
PcGNI are placed in “Level D” through “Level I” and 
receive discounts between 20 percent and 80 percent 
off their regular budget assessment. The discounts 

increase as PcGNI falls below specified thresholds.

 n Finally, all countries considered “least developed 
countries” are in “Level J” and receive a discount 
of 90 percent off their regular budget assessment.

Over 80 percent of all U.N. member states receive 
some sort of discount on their peacekeeping assess-
ment. These discounts apply in addition to any regular 
budget discounts they received. To implement these 
discounts, the General assembly lowered the minimum 
assessment for peacekeeping to 0.0001 percent com-
pared to the 0.001 percent minimum for the regular 
budget. Overall, discounts applied for the peacekeeping 
scale of assessments totaled 12.1583 percentage points 
in 2019 ($813.5 million under the current peacekeep-
ing budget),13 which the permanent members of the 
Security council shoulder as the premium surcharge.14

Disparities in U.N. Assessments
The primary result of assessment adjustments has 

been to shift the costs of the organization away from 
the bulk of the membership onto a relative handful of 
high-income nations. The U.S. is the highest assessed 
country and is charged 22 percent of the U.N. regular 
budget and 27.8912 percent of the peacekeeping bud-
get in 2019. In dollar terms, this equates to $639 mil-
lion for the amended 2018–2019 U.N. regular budget 
and $1.866 billion for the current U.N. peacekeeping 
budget. as illustrated in Table 1, for the regular budget, 
the U.S. is assessed more than 178 other U.N. member 
states combined, and 22,000 times more than the 30 
countries assessed the minimum level of 0.001 percent. 
These differences are even starker in dollar terms:

 n The 30 countries charged the minimum assess-
ment of 0.001 percent each will pay only $29,059 
in 2019 based on the 2018–2019 biennial regular 
budget as amended in December 2018.15

12. United Nations General Assembly, “Scale of Assessments for the Apportionment of the Expenses of the United Nations,” Resolution No. 
55/5; United Nations General Assembly, “Scale of Assessments for the Apportionment of the Expenses of United Nations Peacekeeping 
Operations,” Resolution No. 55/235; and United Nations General Assembly, “Scale of Assessments for the Apportionment of the Expenses of 
United Nations Peacekeeping Operations,” Resolution No. 55/236.

13. United Nations General Assembly, “Scale of Assessments for the Apportionment of the Expenses of United Nations Peacekeeping 
Operations: Implementation of General Assembly Resolutions 55/235 and 55/236,” A/73/350/Add.1, December 24, 2018, http://undocs.
org/en/A/73/350/Add.1 (accessed March 12, 2019).

14. United Nations General Assembly, “Approved Resources for Peacekeeping Operations for the Period from 1 July 2018 to 30 June 2019,” 
A/C.5/72/25, July 5, 2018, http://undocs.org/A/c.5/72/25 (accessed March 12, 2019).

15. United Nations General Assembly, “Programme Budget for the Biennium 2018–2019,” A/RES/73/280 A–C, January 7, 2019,  
http://www.un.org/en/ga/73/resolutions.shtml (accessed March 12, 2019).
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TABLE 1

United Nations Scale of Assessments for 2019 (Page 1 of 2)

REGULAR BUDGET PEACEKEEPING BUDGET
Assessment (%) Dollars Assessment (%) Dollars

Total 100.000% $2,905,898,900 100.000% $6,690,542,200 

Permanent Members of the UN Security Council
United States of America 22.000% $639,297,758 27.8912% $1,866,072,506 

France 4.427% $128,644,144 5.6125% $375,506,681 

United Kingdom of Great Britain 
and Northern Ireland 

4.567% $132,712,403 5.7900% $387,382,393 

China 12.005% $348,853,163 15.2197% $1,018,280,451 

Russian Federation 2.405% $69,886,869 3.0490% $203,994,632 

Non-Permanent Members of 
the UN Security Council

Belgium 0.821% $23,857,430 0.8210% $54,929,351 

Côte d’Ivoire 0.013% $377,767 0.0026% $173,954 

Dominican Republic 0.053% $1,540,126 0.0106% $709,197 

Equatorial Guinea 0.016% $464,944 0.0024% $160,573 

Germany 6.090% $176,969,243 6.0900% $407,454,020 

Indonesia 0.543% $15,779,031 0.1086% $7,265,929 

Kuwait 0.252% $7,322,865 0.2331% $15,595,654 

Peru 0.152% $4,416,966 0.0304% $2,033,925 

Poland 0.802% $23,305,309 0.2406% $16,097,445 

South Africa 0.272% $7,904,045 0.0544% $3,639,655 

Total All Current Security Council Members 54.418% $1,581,332,063 65.1561% $4,359,296,366 

Other Highly Assessed Countries 
Australia 2.210% $64,220,366 2.2100% $147,860,983 

Brazil 2.948% $85,665,900 0.5896% $39,447,437 

Canada 2.734% $79,447,276 2.7340% $182,919,424 

Italy 3.307% $96,098,077 3.3070% $221,256,231 

Republic of Korea 2.267% $65,876,728 2.267% $151,674,592 

Saudi Arabia 1.172% $34,057,135 1.0841% $72,532,168 

Japan 8.564% $248,861,182 8.5640% $572,978,034 

Turkey 1.371% $39,839,874 0.2742% $18,345,467 

Spain 2.146% $62,360,590 2.1460% $143,579,036 

Large Peacekeeping Troop Contributors 
Bangladesh 0.010% $290,590 0.0010% $66,905 

Ethiopia 0.010% $290,590 0.0010% $66,905 

India 0.834% $24,235,197 0.1668% $11,159,824 

Nepal 0.007% $203,413 0.0007% $46,834 

Pakistan 0.115% $3,341,784 0.0230% $1,538,825 

Rwanda 0.003% $87,177 0.0003% $20,072 
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 n For the peacekeeping budget, the U.S. is assessed 
more than 186 countries combined and over 
278,000 times more than the 17 countries assessed 
the minimum level.

 n The 17 countries charged the minimum peace-
keeping assessment of 0.0001 percent in 2019 are 
each assessed $6,691.

In other words, the least-assessed countries are 
charged less than $36,000 each in 2019. as observed 
by a former president and cEO of the United Nations 
association of the USa, “Surely it should not cost a 
nation less to belong to the UN than an individual to 
go to college or to buy a car.”16 Meanwhile, the U.S. 
assessment is over $2.5 billion this year for the U.N. 
regular and peacekeeping budgets—more than the 
combined assessments of 184 nations in dollar terms.

16. Edward C. Luck, Mixed Messages: American Politics and International Organization, 1919–1999 (Washington, DC: Brookings Institution Press, 1999), p. 253.

NOTES:
• The regular budget amount is half of the biennial budget for 2018 and 2019 as adjusted mid-biennium in December 2018. The peacekeeping 
budget amount is the approved resources for July 1, 2018 through June 30, 2019. 
• The Geneva Group is comprised of countries who share a common view on administrative and budgetary matters. Membership is Australia, 
Belgium, Canada, France, Germany, Japan, Italy, Mexico, the Netherlands, Norway, Russia, South Korea, Spain, Sweden, Switzerland, Turkey, 
the United Kingdom, and the United States. A membership list is available at The Geneva Group, “About the Geneva Group,” http://www.
thegenevagroup.net/cms/home/about-the-geneva-group.html.
• The G–77 is comprised of 132 countries and “Palestine.” A membership list is available at The Group of 77, “The Member States of the Group of 77,” 
http://www.g77.org/geninfo/members.htm. 
• The NAM is comprised of 119 countries and “Palestine.” A membership list is available at 16th Summit of the Non-Aligned Movement, 
“NAM Members & Observers,” May 2012, https://web.archive.org/web/20140208210716/http://nam.gov.ir/Portal/Home/Default.
aspx?CategoryID=27f3fbb6-8a39-444e-b557-6c74aae7f75f.
• The OIC is comprised of 56 countries and the “State of Palestine.” A membership list is available at Organisation of Islamic Cooperation , 
“Members,” https://www.oic-oci.org/states/?lan=en.

SOURCES: 
United Nations General Assembly, “Approved Resources for Peacekeeping Operations for the Period from I July 2018 to 30 June 2019,” 
A/C.5/72/25, July 5, 2018, http://undocs.org/A/c.5/72/25 (accessed March 11, 2019); Report of the Secretary-General, “Scale of Assessments 
for the Apportionment of the Expenses of United Nations Peacekeeping Operations: Implementation of General Assembly Resolutions 55/235 
and 55/236,” A/73/350/Add.1, December 24, 2018, http://undocs.org/en/A/73/350/Add.1 (accessed March 11, 2019); and United Nations General 
Assembly, “Programme Budget for the Biennium 2018–2019,” A/RES/73/280 A–C, January 7, 2019, https://www.un.org/en/ga/search/view_doc.
asp?symbol=A/RES/73/280%20A (accessed March 11, 2019).

heritage.orgBG3397

TABLE 1

United Nations Scale of Assessments for 2019 (Page 2 of 2)

REGULAR BUDGET PEACEKEEPING BUDGET
Assessment (%) Dollars Assessment (%) Dollars

Notable Groupings
Lowest assessment (30 countries regular 

budget, 17 countries peacekeeping budget)
0.001% $29,059 0.0001% $6,691 

Least assessed 129 countries (regular budget) 1.633% $47,453,329 

Least assessed 178 countries (regular budget) 21.603% $627,761,339 

Least assessed 186 countries 
(peacekeeping budget) 

27.5258% $1,841,625,265 

Geneva Group (17 countries) 67.462% $1,960,377,516 74.2753% $4,969,420,291 

G–77 + China (133 countries) 25.477% $740,335,863 20.2829% $1,357,035,984 

G–77 without China 13.472% $391,482,700 5.0632% $338,755,533 

NAM (119 countries) 9.533% $277,019,342 4.1673% $278,814,965 

OIC (56 countries) 6.615% $192,225,212 3.0984% $207,299,760 
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currently, over half of the U.N. member states are 
assessed less than $1 million per year for the U.N. reg-
ular and peacekeeping budgets combined. This helps 
explain why so many member states are blasé about 
increases in the U.N. budget: The financial impact of 
budget increases on them is minimal and undermines 
incentives for them to fulfill their oversight role and 
seriously consider budgetary restraint.

Recommendations
Vast differences between the amounts that differ-

ent member states are charged for the expenses of the 
U.N.—with some countries paying less than $36,000 

per year, while a handful of others pay half a billion 
dollars or more—have undermined the incentive of 
many governments to fulfill their oversight role and 
take budgetary restraint seriously. Improved gover-
nance and accountability requires that the U.N. take 
more than capacity to pay into account when approv-
ing the scale of assessment. To address these concerns, 
the U.S. should:

 n Increase diplomatic efforts to adjust the 
U.N. scale of assessment. Unless a stronger 
relationship between budget decisions and finan-
cial contributions is achieved, the U.S. and a few 

Number of 
countries

Contribution 
level

Combined 
contribution

Less than 
$100,000

$1.97
million

40

$100,000–
$1 million

$20.6
million

61

$1 million–
$10 million

$157.2
million

44

$10 million–
$50 million

$627.0 
million

24

$50 million–
$100 million

$525.3 
million

8

$100 million–
$220 million

$1,107.9 
million

7
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NOTE: The regular budget amount is half of the biennial budget for 2018 and 2019 as adjusted mid-biennium in December 2018. The 
peacekeeping budget amount is the approved resources for July 1, 2018, through June 30, 2019. 
SOURCES: United Nations General Assembly, “Approved Resources for Peacekeeping Operations for the Period from 1 July 2018 to 30 June 
2019,” A/C.5/72/25, July 5, 2018, http://undocs.org/A/c.5/72/25 (accessed March 11, 2019); United Nations General Assembly, “Scale of 
Assessments for the Apportionment of the Expenses of United Nations Peacekeeping Operations: Implementation of General Assembly 
Resolutions 55/235 and 55/236,” A/73/350/Add.1, December 24, 2018, http://undocs.org/en/A/73/350/Add.1 (accessed March 11, 2019); and 
United Nations General Assembly, “Programme Budget for the Biennium 2018–2019,” A/RES/73/280 A–C, January 7, 2019, 
https://www.un.org/en/ga/search/view_doc.asp?symbol=A/RES/73/280%20A (accessed March 11, 2019).

The United States is assessed more than $2.5 billion for U.N. regular and peacekeeping budgets 
in 2019, more than the combined contributions of the 184 lowest-assessed nations. More than 
half of all U.N. member states—101 nations—are assessed less than $1 million.

U.S. Assessed More to U.N. than 184 Other Nations Combined
CHART 1
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like-minded countries will remain lonely voices 
calling for budgetary restraint. Over the past year, 
the U.S. was unsuccessful in trying to persuade 
other countries to adopt changes to the scale of 
assessments. The General assembly adopted the 
2019–2021 scale of assessments in December with 
no methodological changes. The current scale 
of assessments does not expire until 2021, but 
convincing member states to assume a greater 
financial burden requires sustained diplomatic 
effort. For most countries, foreign ministers or 
heads of government will make compromises and 
final decisions. Discussions must start and con-
tinue in New York, but success will require support 
from U.S. ambassadors to individual countries and 
occasional intervention by the Secretary of State 
and the White house.

 n Enforce the 25 percent cap on America’s 
peacekeeping assessment. Nearly 20 years 
ago, ambassador richard holbrooke testified to 
the Senate that he had secured a deal that would 
gradually lower the U.S. peacekeeping assessment 
to 25 percent as required under U.S. law and as a 
condition for payment of U.S. arrears under the 
helms–Biden agreement.17 In good faith, the U.S. 
paid the arrears that had accrued in expectation 
that the U.S. peacekeeping assessment would fall 
to 25 percent. Unfortunately, the U.S. assessment 
has never fallen to 25 percent. as occurred in the 
1990s, the U.S. should use its financial leverage and 
withhold the difference between its peacekeeping 
assessment and the 25 percent cap enacted under 
U.S. law until the U.N. implements a maximum 
peacekeeping assessment of 25 percent. To avoid 
a repetition of the helms–Biden disappointment, 
the U.S. should pay these arrears only after the 
U.N. incorporates a maximum assessment of 25 
percent in the methodology for calculating the 
peacekeeping scales of assessment.

 n Seek changes to give more influence on U.N. 
budgetary decisions to major contributors. 
Together, the top 18 contributors (those assessed 
more than 1 percent of the U.N. regular budget) 

are assessed more than 82 percent of the U.N. 
regular budget. however, under U.N. rules, the 129 
member states that contribute just 1.633 percent 
can pass the budget over the objections of the top 
18. The U.S. should seek a rules change to require 
that, in addition to approval by two-thirds of the 
member states, U.N. budgetary decisions must be 
approved by member states who collectively pay 
two-thirds of the regular budget assessments.

Conclusion
Since the first scale of assessments in 1946, the U.S. 

has objected to relying excessively on a single member 
state for the budget, and has argued for a maximum 
assessment level and, subsequently, lowering that 
maximum. The historical struggle of the U.S. to con-
strain growth in U.N. budgets and focus resources on 
high-priority, effective activities—instead of outdated, 
duplicative, or unproductive activities—illustrates 
the wisdom of this stance. In 2001, the U.S. succeed-
ed through use of financial withholding and intense 
diplomatic effort to get the U.N. to adopt a maximum 
assessment of 22 percent for the U.N. regular budget. 
Unfortunately, the U.S. was not able to get the U.N. 
member states to agree to a maximum peacekeeping 
assessment of 25 percent, and the U.S. assessment did 
not fall to that level as projected by ambassador hol-
brooke in 2001. Two decades later, it is time for the 
U.S. to address this matter.

The U.N. would be healthier, and more member 
states would have an incentive to scrutinize the bud-
get to maximize efficiency and focus resources on 
priorities, if the costs were more equitably distrib-
uted. however, Washington is only one vote among 
193 member states, and success will require congres-
sional resolve and sustained diplomatic effort by the 
administration led by the U.S. Mission in New York, 
and supported by diplomatic engagement from the 
State Department and the White house.
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